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TO THE FOUR LOVES OF MY LIFE:

To Nick, my Mr. Bond, for keeping the promise, in sickness and in health. To Jameel and Andrea, who have taught me unconditional love to unimaginable lengths. To Dad, for guiding me from the Spirit world.



Introduction

Ever since I was a little girl growing up in Mayagüez, Puerto Rico, I have dreamed of becoming a writer.

When I was six years old, one of the three presents I asked for from the Reyes Magos—the Three Wise Men who visited Jesus after he was born, bearing gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh—was a typewriter. That red Sears children’s typewriter was the first of four typewriters I ended up owning.

I kept journals. Wrote long letters to faraway pen pals. I loved writing essays for English lessons. Nothing felt better than sitting down in front of a blank piece of paper and letting my thoughts guide the pen.

I told my high school English teacher, Mrs. Mora, that I planned to be an author one day. But, beyond words, I was also obsessed with writing paraphernalia, pens and ink, not to mention all kinds of stationery. I think I kept the stationery store at the Mayagüez Mall in business for a few years! I entered college at seventeen, skipping first-year English courses for higher-level classes because of all the time I spent writing in high school.

I knew that I would write a book about my life. But first I knew I would have to live it. No matter what the angle, I always thought my book’s focus would be about my unicorn life—a big life, the sexy and cinematic stuff that made me grateful to be alive and in my skin.

While in college, my organizational management professor asked the class to think about what defined each one of us and to write a five-thousand-word autobiography. This prompted me to sketch out a twenty-page book proposal—a book describing my life up until then. I never submitted that proposal or got to write the book back in college. I knew that it was not the right time. There was so much more to experience before I put pen to paper.

Twenty years later I finally did submit my book proposal, but by then my life story was vastly different from the one I had considered writing while in college.

Nothing is more unpredictable than life itself.
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Not even two years after tying the knot with the love of my life, Nick, in the most awesome idyllic wedding ever, embarking on what I wholeheartedly believed would be our happily ever after, I received life-changing news: I had cancer. Not a known cancer—that would be boring—but a rare, poorly researched, and potentially life-threatening cancer called sarcoma. Sarcoma is considered an “orphan” cancer, as fewer than 200,000 people in the United States are diagnosed with it. In short, I had won the Powerball jackpot of all cancers, a ticket I surely did not want to have! As you can imagine, my world turned upside down.

My time with my one and only, Nick, became a ticking clock of moments and memories that we wanted to experience together before we no longer could. Our ride in this world rushed to the forefront of our priorities; nothing and no one else mattered. It was no longer about planning the future but about living it. Together, Nick and I discovered a new normal as we tried to make as much of the time we had left together extraordinary. I felt charged to start spending my remaining hours on my terms—and I would allow no disease, doctor, friend, family member, or well-meaning stranger to dictate what that meant.

I have traveled, I have read, I have partied, I have danced; I have loved and been loved. For nearly two years I have written this book about how Nick and I created a “life list” of sparkling, effervescent moments we insisted on spending together, come hell or high water. And along the way I have discovered something infinite, something brighter, than what I thought possible in life. My spiritual playing field expanded. There has always been something different about me I couldn’t put my finger on, a divine guidance intervening all the time in my thoughts and life. This would be my story to tell.

I want to say, too, that I feel my story is important not because it is my story but because it is the story of how we must all find joy in the face of conflict and challenge. Life happens to every one of us, and when it is painful, you have a choice either to give in to the brokenness you feel or to stare it down with love and good intentions. For me, cancer was my ultimate challenge, but for you it may be living with chronic disease, losing the job you have had all your life, experiencing anxiety, losing a close friend or family member, deciding to get divorced, or getting your heart broken into a million little pieces.

My deepest desire is for this memoir to inspire and uplift anyone who is struggling with their own challenges, especially a health-related one, or is close to someone who is. If you have a list of passions or goals, even just a few, that you need to accomplish before the end of the year, before you turn fifty, before you get married or have kids, or even before you die, don’t wait until a scary diagnosis arrives to start making it happen. Take charge. Do what you must to fill your mind and heart with happiness. You are the protagonist of your story. Celebrate what it means to embrace life to the fullest and with those you love. Don’t let setbacks turn you into a victim. I have never felt sorry for myself, and that’s been one of my saving graces (second only to champagne—lots and lots of champagne). Let go of your fears, dare to dream, and embrace your passions, whatever they may be. When you stop worrying about what could happen and what other people think and focus on creating your future, opportunities that you hadn’t anticipated will often present themselves. And sometimes, those opportunities can steer you in a direction you could never have foreseen . . . But I’ll share a lot more on that later.

The truth is that I live every day knowing that my life has a looming expiration date. Some doctors believe it’s not a matter of if my cancer will return but when. So, in the now, in this present moment, and for this lifetime, I choose to follow my inner voice and to live and love as hard as I can. And you should too. Nothing should derail you from your goals, dreams, or purpose. There is always—always—so much more to live, to love, to learn, and to create.
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A Little Black Dress

One is never overdressed or underdressed with a Little Black Dress.

—KARL LAGERFELD

A few days shy of my thirty-seventh birthday, January 16, 2010, I spent the afternoon with my maternal grandmother, Abuela Esperanza, up in the Bronx, reminiscing, playing lotería, and eating Puerto Rican staple dishes like arroz con habichuelas and carne guisada. Even though I was having a great time, my mind kept wandering to the romantic date I had planned for later that night with a man named Nick. We’d gone out on our first date three days earlier and he had already swept me off my stilettos. By the time I said goodbye to my abuela, the monarch butterflies in my stomach were taking flight.

I took my time getting ready because I knew things with Nick were going to be special. Something felt different with him. Even though we’d seen each other twice in three days, I couldn’t wait to see him again. Before leaving for the date, I stopped to look at myself in the mirror. My Oscar de la Renta dress fit as if it were bespoke, hugging my Latina curves in all the right places. Satisfied, I stepped out into the Manhattan night.

When the elevator door slid open to Nick’s penthouse, I took only one step forward to find him waiting for me with a huge smile. He greeted me with a gentle kiss, took off my coat, grabbed my hand, and led me into the lounge area. Then he disappeared.

I settled into Nick’s dark gray modern sofa and readjusted my long, dark brown hair over my shoulders. When he reappeared, he was carrying a large Bergdorf Goodman box with a giant purple bow. He placed it on my lap. I stared up at him in disbelief, then looked down at the gift. I carefully removed the lid, slowly ruffling through the tissue paper as the beat of my heart drummed along to a Gotan Project song playing on his Naim sound system. He looked on with a sweet grin as I unfolded a finely detailed sleeveless black dress. It had an elegant plunge neck with romantic silk floral lace adornments, a sexy accentuated waist, and a full, poufy miniskirt, to show off what I think is one of my best physical assets: my legs. It was very Carrie Bradshaw from Sex and the City and perfectly captured my spirit. But my biggest surprise came when I noticed the designer. Ah, look at that. Nick had remembered. In one of our conversations I had mentioned how much I loved the work of fashion designer Alexander McQueen. Not only did Nick listen to me, but he also remembered what I said and had then gone out of his way to make me feel special. Although I loved the Oscar de la Renta dress I was wearing, I loved the new McQueen more.

I knew when I met Nick that he was a keeper, but this was beyond my wildest dreams. I sprang from the sofa and planted a grateful kiss on Nick’s lips.

I do not think Nick necessarily expected me to wear the dress that very evening—he was probably thinking I would wear it for my birthday celebration later in the week—but I loved it so much that I didn’t want to wait another second to put it on! Knowing that we had dinner reservations in fifteen minutes, I grabbed my Chanel clutch and the dress and rushed to the bathroom to change outfits.

Closing the door behind me, I placed the handbag on the vanity, then stared in disbelief at the gown in my hands with worry: What if it doesn’t fit? I hastily undressed, slipped it on, then breathed a sigh of relief. The dress fit perfectly. I felt like a modern-day Cinderella, who I am pretty sure would have taken a stunning high fashion designer dress over a silly glass shoe if given the chance! How did Nick know it would fit? He must have taken a peek at my dress size on one of our previous nights together. Nick was clearly a great listener with a keen eye, just another one of the qualities I already loved about him.

That last thought blew me away. I already loved everything about him. Love? Could this be it? My mind was racing as I retouched my makeup and rearranged my hair. I took another deep breath, smoothed out the dress, and slipped back into my signature Louboutin sky-high spike stilettos. I took one last glance in the mirror: I wanted to look elegant yet sexy for the man waiting to take me out . . . the man I had gone on a first date with three days ago but had started regularly corresponding with four months earlier . . . the man that I already knew was the One For Me.

I had been “around the block” when it came to love—with heartbreaks, sexy lovers, long-term and short-term beaus, men who shared and furthered my appreciation of the arts, fashion, wine, business, and culture . . . But this? Nick was different. He stirred up depths of emotion that were completely new to me. I felt at ease with him and swore we had met in a past life. I was also wildly, physically attracted to him. I’ll be honest: a year earlier I might have said he was not my type! Yet even though Nick’s kind, blue eyes, short blondish-brown-gray hair, and average height stood in stark contrast to my usual preferred Mediterranean stereotype—tall, dark, and handsome—it clearly did not matter. Years of dating had finally taught me to throw away the Perfect Man blueprint. Nick was not just a ravishing British gentleman but also a brilliant geek. He had more than thirty years as a Wall Street senior executive under his belt. He was also a seven-time marathon runner, a Formula Honda racer, an avid golfer, an audiophile, and twelve years my senior. Who cared that he could have used a tan? What Nick stirred within me went far beyond any expectation.

Nick and I put on our coats to make our way out to Tribeca’s cobblestone streets hand in hand. This was unlike any other third date I had ever been on. Dare I say it was the spooky polar opposite of any other date I had ever been on? We initially met in person at the Sean Kelly Gallery in Chelsea during a Gavin Turk exhibition and had stayed in touch since then. Nick and I already knew the basics about each other, our likes and dislikes, as well as many of our hobbies. He knew that a month before I turned twenty-one I had uprooted my life in Puerto Rico and moved to Irvine, California, to pursue my version of the American dream. I knew he had gone against the grain in his family, too, by moving to London to embark on a financial career. He was well aware that the previous couple of years had been tumultuous for me, as I had gone from working as a skyrocketing senior advertising and marketing executive, with experience on both the client and agency side, to losing it all in the 2008 financial crisis. I knew Nick was divorced with two teenage boys, that he had recently ended an eighteenth-month relationship, and that his senior role at one of the top global investment banks required him to fly all over the world and to London once a month.

Most importantly, we were already friends, and with so many details out of the way, what remained were tantalizing conversations about goals and dreams. We also had explosive physical chemistry. It was a new and electrifying territory that I thought about every day.

After a quick walk on an invigoratingly cold winter night, we reached Nick’s favorite neighborhood steak house. The maître d’ at Dylan Prime escorted us to our table with a glass of Krug Grande Cuvée champagne, and we settled in for an evening that, unbeknownst to us, would be the first of a lifetime to come. Nick took the lead in ordering, as he had done at our previous two dates that week. He chose his favorite meal: filet mignon with peppercorn sauce, french fries accompanied by wilted spinach, and, to drink, a 1990 Cos d’Estournel. Watching Nick order was a treat; I felt like I had finally found my equal. He knew what he wanted, he was über-confident, and he was chivalrous yet not afraid to take charge. We shared so many qualities, including an unequivocal zest for life, that a mutual openness and ease came naturally. Our conversation also flowed seamlessly, with Nick’s dry sense of humor bringing me to tears with laughter. His playful, easy demeanor was a perfect match for my hot-blooded spirit.

As the wine played with our senses, the main course entertained our palates, and our conversation took an animated turn into an area we were both wildly enthusiastic about: travel. We shared our favorite cities—Paris for me and New York for Nick—and places we couldn’t wait to go back to, like Hong Kong for Nick and the Amalfi Coast for me. We also talked about places where we had never been but yearned to explore, like Bora Bora, Istanbul, and Jordan. There was so much more we wanted to do that it suddenly dawned on us: Why not create our very own “life list” for two—you know, like a bucket list but less maudlin? It made perfect sense at the time, as if we knew that this night and this dinner would be the start of the rest of our lives. A future that included the two of us together suddenly felt like a given.

I opened my iPhone notes app to begin crafting our list. We both thrived on dreaming big. It wasn’t at all presumptuous to compile an adventurous, colorful, and an admittedly decadent list of goals. What to include? For starters, Nick grew up playing the piano and as a teenager played the oboe in an orchestra and performed Chopin preludes and Beethoven sonatas. I had always wanted to finish the piano lessons I never completed as a child. Typical us, always aiming for the crème de la crème and unwilling to settle; it was only natural that we added “Owning a Steinway concert grand piano” to our list. Privy to my wild obsession for champagne, Nick already knew that “Exploring the Champagne region” was a must; he had visited Champagne many times. When he told me about his fear of heights, I suggested we conquer his fear by skydiving together . . . Anyone else might have recoiled at the idea, but if there’s one thing I love about Nick, it is that no challenge is too big, so he readily accepted, and we wrote it down. He then countered with “Skiing in the Alps” and “Scuba diving with my sons.” I was quickly on board. He was already a Professional Association of Diving Instructors–certified scuba diver, having dived in the Maldives and the Red Sea, yet I had never even worn a diving mask.

What was most riveting about creating this life list together is that, not only did Nick and I share and write down what we wanted to do, but we also challenged each other to step out of our respective comfort zones and dare to experience the new and unexpected. Even if it was just on paper at the moment, we pushed each other—and each other’s imaginations—past our fears and apprehensions to exhilarating new heights, never taking no for an answer, and always aspiring to bigger and better feats. This kind of rapport was exciting, sexy, and challenging for me. This list showed me that if I were to have any kind of future with Nick, our lives would hardly be dull.

As the waiter removed our dinner plates, we savored the last drops of claret, and I came face-to-face with a realization that hit me like a breath of fresh air: I had found my kindred spirit. A thrilling life of shared passions and achievements was coming into focus, clear as day. Nick effused a kind of certainty and confidence that I found very intriguing—he reminded me of James Bond—and brought out a daring side in me too. As if someone had whispered into my ear, I heard an inner voice tell me that nothing could get in our way as long as we remained together. I had a solid sense that Nick was the man I wanted to venture out into the world with; the man I wanted to be part of my joys and fears; the man I wanted to spend the rest of my life with, holding hands until we grew old.

As the evening came to a close, we wandered back to Nick’s Tribeca penthouse. There was no sense of urgency, only gentle, relaxed, and contented peace. We figured our blossoming relationship, much like the list we had just come up with, was something we’d move through slowly and steadily—the latter being a tangible, casual reminder and catalog of all the fun to be had together.

We had just created a list that would soon become our life’s road map, urging us to suck the marrow out of life even when my days on earth felt numbered.
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Death Awakens

The life of the dead is placed in the memory of the living.

—MARCUS TULLIUS CICERO

When I was born, I almost died.

It was January 19, 1973, in Mayagüez. Mayagüez is located on the lush western side of Puerto Rico. It’s the fourth-largest city on the island, and in 1973 the population was about 85,000. The city is most famous for the Nuestra Señora de la Candelaria cathedral. The impressive Plaza de Colón statue, a tribute to Christopher Columbus, who is said to have discovered Puerto Rico on his second voyage to the Americas, landing at Mayagüez, stands in the middle of the square. The city is surrounded by mountains on one side and Mar Caribe on the other.

Except for the usual nausea in her first three months, my Mami, Paola, had enjoyed a smooth pregnancy. She was a stunningly gorgeous nineteen-year-old—a vibrant woman with fair skin and long beautiful waves of blond-brown hair. Her slender figure and fine features certainly turned heads in the town! She was happily married to my Papi, Edwin Arroyo Mora, six years her senior. Papi was dark skinned with Indio Taino features and dark brown curly hair that he kept closely trimmed. He had a wide smile and you could not fail to notice how his bright white teeth flashed when he laughed.

My parents had met five years earlier at a typical fiesta de marquesina (our term for a house party; marquesina means porch or awning) to celebrate the birthday of a mutual friend. Papi spotted my mother right away. She was fifteen and he was twenty-one. Their love flourished, mostly through chaperoned dates, which were customary at the time in traditional Catholic families. These were mainly formal visits in my mother’s living room with her family. However, Mami confessed later, she occasionally snuck out to watch Papi as he drove his blue 1956 Chevy in clandestine street races along the back roads of town. Exciting! Papi’s mother, Candelaria, was a tall, fair-skinned woman with curly dark hair, heavy European-like features, and a personality and demeanor that earned her a reputation for being tough, strict, and sometimes unfriendly. For reasons which were never revealed, Candelaria did not approve of the relationship. One day, much to her dismay, Papi announced his intention to marry Mami. For people who knew Candelaria, they were not entirely surprised that she would object even though Mami and Papi clearly loved each other deeply. My father eventually persuaded his mother to accompany him to my mother’s home to ask for Mami’s hand in marriage—a testament to Papi’s personality and tenacity. The man knew what he wanted, and he went after it—just like me!

Santiago was my maternal grandfather (my abuelo), and even though he was a strict and stoic figure who bossed everyone around from his wheelchair, he gave my parents his blessing to be married. Looking back, I think Santiago knew to not “mess” with my Mami. Mami was a tough cookie like him, even at her young age! Santiago found my father to be a charming, well-mannered, poised, and driven young man, as well as a hard worker who could provide for his daughter and future grandchildren. An engagement of just over a year followed to allow Mami to turn eighteen. My mother used the time to plan the wedding, and on October 24, 1971, Mami and Papi were married. My mother always knew exactly what she wanted on her wedding day, and at sixteen years old got herself a job at Tienda El Ensueño, the town’s wedding shop. Now, at that time you were not allowed to work until you turned eighteen, but, using her poise and a little coy demeanor, Mami persuaded the shop owners to think she was older than she was. Young in age but wise in years, Mami’s practical sense was better than any school education could buy.

Working at Tienda El Ensueño gave my mom the opportunity to buy all the wedding items she needed, from her dress fabric to décor for the reception, allowing my mother to have the wedding of her dreams. Despite her misgivings, Candelaria played seamstress, designing and creating Mami’s wedding gown—a modest all-white dress representing purity in the eyes of God based on our family’s ardent Catholic beliefs. The lovely dress was accented by a timeless floor-length mantilla, or veil, with French Chantilly lace details.

My parents’ traditional ceremony was held at San Benito, a Catholic church, and was followed by a formal breakfast wedding reception, which is very common in European cultures like England and was customary in Puerto Rico at that time. Mami wore bright red lipstick—which made a standout statement—patent white shoes, and a stunning pearl headpiece that framed her beautiful face.

My parents’ life together at first began under Candelaria’s roof until they saved up for their own house. After getting married, Mami switched jobs, going to work at Mademoiselle, the town’s “it” women’s fashion shop, and Papi got a job as the foreman at a construction company. They had planned to have kids as soon as they settled into their own home. By the time Mami became pregnant with me, at eighteen, my parents were more than ready to welcome their first baby.

My parents’ life progressed at a gentle pace, the way any expecting couple’s might: thinking of names, preparing their home for the baby’s arrival, working overtime to save money, spending time with family and friends, and sneaking off on weekend getaways before their world was turned upside down.

What Mami and Papi didn’t know was that life was gearing up to throw them a curveball. In the early hours of Friday, January 19, 1973, my mother went into labor. Both she and my father thought they knew what to expect, but nothing could have prepared them for what unfolded that day and what would come in the weeks and months ahead. They rushed to the hospital like any other nervous first-time parents. Their families gathered in the waiting room with bottles of Don Q rum and cigars at the ready to celebrate. Once Mami was admitted and hooked up to monitors in the delivery room, the waiting game began, since she was not dilating very quickly. The ob-gyn said if there were no change in the next few hours, they would likely have to do an unplanned C-section. Hanging on with every breath, timing every contraction, Mami waited as patiently as she could until at long last her body was ready. She finally pushed me out at 1:20 p.m. and I was placed in my mother’s arms for the very first time.

Without a worry in the world, Mami tenderly kissed my forehead as only a new mother could and the waiting room burst with excitement. There was applause, then embraces and tears of joy as my parents admired my rosy complexion. My mom tells me that she remembers feeling a wild mix of awe and excitement that likely overwhelms all parents the first time they lay eyes on their first child.

A few hours into this, however, a nurse noticed that my skin had turned from pink to yellow. The team of doctors took me from my Mami’s arms and, after quickly examining me, explained I had jaundice, a fairly common occurrence in newborns that signifies low levels of bilirubin. Although jaundice isn’t generally considered a life-threatening disease, the doctors admitted me to be safe. When my mother was released from the hospital on Saturday, she left empty-handed. This hospitalization was the first of many that life would have in store for me.

I remained hospitalized for two more days before my bilirubin level stabilized and then my parents took me home to begin our life together as a family. Soon after settling into our daily routine, Mami noticed that every feeding was immediately followed by a violent bout of projectile vomiting. It seemed that I could not hold down food. Distressed at the thought that I wasn’t getting the nutrition I needed to survive, my parents took me to see my pediatrician, who was unable to pinpoint what was going on. Mami has never been one to take a question mark for an answer, not even at the age of nineteen. She decided seek a second opinion. Unlike the first doctor, the second pediatrician took a set of X-rays. As he reviewed the images, he turned to Mami, and said, “You have to take your daughter to the hospital immediately.” Mami gasped for air.

I often think about what my mother felt at this point in her life. A very young first-time mom going through all the worries and excitement that comes with early motherhood, now overcome with despair and anxiety. Yet she pushed for answers and, no matter what she was feeling, always made my well-being her priority. I believe that I inherited Mami’s strength, intuition, and determination. She pressed the doctors for complete answers to her questions so she could make the best decisions about my care. If it were not for her determination and inner strength in the face of adversity, I might not have lived past those first few weeks.

After numerous tests and examinations at the hospital, our doctor discovered that I had been born with a rare condition called pyloric stenosis. The pyloric sphincter functions like a valve and allows food to travel from the stomach to the small intestine, where most nutrient absorption takes place. However, in my case, I was born with my pyloric sphincter closed, so food couldn’t reach the next stage of the digestive process, which prevented me from absorbing crucial nutrients. As a result, I was severely dehydrated and needed immediate hospitalization. Surgery came next.

Papi was Mami’s rock, yet both were distraught as they helplessly looked at their month-old baby on a gurney, hooked up to an IV. In 1973, operating on a newborn in a Puerto Rican hospital wasn’t exactly a calming thought; can you imagine the risk factors? Yet it was the only way doctors could widen my pyloric sphincter to resolve my digestive condition. Yet before they could proceed, they had another hurdle to overcome: the veins in my tiny arms had been poked so many times during the preliminary tests that they could no longer withstand more IV needles. It was imperative that the doctors had access to unobstructed veins to perform the surgery. In these circumstances, the next best spot was to find them in my scalp. They shaved my straight dark brown hair, which I even had as a baby, and poked around my head, with no luck. So they settled on the most drastic option remaining: a venous cutdown, in which the surgeon surgically exposes the saphenous vein in the leg and inserts a small tube that is then connected to the IV line. It was the first surgery of my life. It was also a surgery that is no longer done today, thanks to the development of safer techniques. I still have the three-inch scar on my leg to show for it—the first of many to come.

My family on both sides are traditionally Catholic, so their immediate coping mechanism was to pray the rosary as the surgeon warned Mami and Papi that a pyloric procedure was considered life-threatening, especially when performed on a four-week-old baby. Fearing I might not survive the surgery, Candelaria rushed out to call the family priest and asked him to baptize me right away: if the operation took a turn for the worst, my family didn’t want to leave my soul in limbo! While they waited for the priest to arrive, my parents realized they needed to immediately name my godparents to meet the Catholic church’s requirements. They decided on two relatives who had served as the best man and matron of honor at their wedding, my father’s uncle Juan and his wife, Zara. As I was rolled into the operating room, Candelaria reappeared with a priest, everyone huddled around my gurney, and I was baptized in the surgery room minutes before going under.

Hours stretched into what felt like an eternity to mi familia. But at long last the surgeon emerged from the OR and announced I would be fine. My family breathed a collective sigh of relief and shed tears of joy, although my plight was far from over. Forty-eight hours after my operation, near the hour of my discharge, I ran a high fever. The doctors ran lab work that showed I’d caught an infection in the operating room. It took another week of hospitalization and heavy antibiotics before I could go home.

By the time my two-month birthday came along, I had spent more time in the hospital fighting uncommon health conditions than in my own crib. I had endured two surgeries, a postsurgical infection, and a brush with death. Yet I had survived. As I have always survived. Because, even as a fragile baby, my soul’s desire to live was far too great. I sometimes think those first two months of struggling to stay alive are what established my strong love of life and filled me with grit and determination.
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Back from the hospital, Mami returned to her job at Mademoiselle while Papi continued working as a foreman for a construction company. Not long after, Mami became pregnant with my younger sister, Jessica, my only sibling. Family life continued apace, but it was simply the calm before another major storm.

Saturday, May 11, 1974, began like any other. It was the day before Mother’s Day. Already eight months pregnant with Jessica, Mami left me with our next-door neighbor, Doña Emelinda. I called her “Tata.” Tata was in her late fifties, and the most loving human on the planet as far as I was concerned. Mami went off to work as usual, hoping to rack up a few more hours before going on maternity leave. Saturdays were normally Papi’s day off, but he, too, was looking to pick up extra work to provide some extra cushion for the new baby. A weekend shift was needed to finish up an urgent job, and Papi grabbed the opportunity. Just minutes shy of noon, as his fellow workers and friends were getting ready to wrap up for lunch, he jumped into one of the tractors to get one more task done before joining them so he could hopefully go home early.

Papi steered the tractor up a small ramp. It was a move he had surely done a thousand times before; however, that day he somehow lost control of the machine, and it toppled over the side of a hill and dropped to the ground below. Some of Papi’s friends noticed that he had not made it to lunch and went to look for him. They found him crushed under the huge machine. Several of Papi’s work buddies desperately tried to lift the enormous tractor off him with their bare hands—an impossible feat. But it was futile: Papi had been killed instantly.

The men followed company protocol by informing the company chief of what happened, and an ambulance, firefighters, and police were called to the scene. Since everyone knew Mami was almost full term, they wanted to avoid putting her and Jessica at risk, so they decided to contact my godfather, Juan, who was listed as an emergency contact. My godparents, God bless them, took it from there. Despite being personally shattered by the news, their priorities were breaking the news to my mom in a way that did not cause her to go into early labor and making sure I was protected from the information and cared for during the aftermath. My godmother, Zara, and Mami shared the same ob-gyn, so Zara’s first call was to him. He recommended breaking the news in parts. Coincidentally, Mami had called the ob-gyn office earlier that morning complaining about a pain in her hip, and he had called in a pain reliever to the pharmacy next door to her workplace. Now, given the news of my father’s death, he told Zara that he would call the pharmacy to explain the situation and, instead of a pain reliever, to switch the prescription to a tranquilizer.

My godparents made a beeline to my mother’s store, and the pharmacist, who had just received the news and instructions from the ob-gyn, called my mom to notify her that the prescription was ready for pickup. Eager to relieve the pain in her hip, my mom told her boss that she was taking a short break to stop by the pharmacy. The intravenous tranquilizer took a little longer than expected, since she had to wait for the pharmacist to administer it. Mami made herself comfortable, happy to finally sit down and rest her sore hip while she could.

Meanwhile, Juan and Zara arrived at her store, briefed Mami’s boss on the tragedy, and collected her belongings. It took only twenty steps to get from the shop to the pharmacy, but to Juan it felt like miles away. He was sweating profusely and using his white pañuelo, or handkerchief, to repeatedly wipe down his face. He stopped in front of the pharmacy, made the sign of the cross, took a few deep breaths, and slowly pushed open the door. Once inside, Juan and Zara held hands and prayed to God for strength.

Mami, who was casually reading the latest Vanidades women’s fashion magazine, immediately knew something was wrong when she saw the look on their faces. She turned pale and her heart sank. Although they did their best to soften the blow, telling her that Papi had suffered an accident at work, she still knew it was bad. “Cuco está muy malito” (“Cuco is in bad shape”), Juan said, referring to my father by his nickname. “Come with us.” Thanks to the tranquilizer, Mami calmly rose from her seat and walked out of the store on Juan’s arm. They drove straight to their home, avoiding the obvious topic, until they arrived. Visibly distraught and in tears, Mami sat in Juan and Zara’s living room and waited for the news she feared was coming.

“Cuco had a very bad accident at work today at around twelve thirty p.m.,” Juan said. “He passed away.” Although he tried to stay composed, he felt the room spinning before him and his voice cracking as he uttered the words he could not believe he was saying.

“Can we go see him?” Mami asked almost immediately.

My godfather, Juan, explained that since the accident took place at work and no one knew how it happened, it remained an open police investigation. Papi’s body was being processed accordingly, so it was unavailable to the family.

That’s when Mami lost it. This couldn’t be happening, she thought. Juan and Zara embraced Mami to comfort her as she processed the devastating news. Zara asked Mami whom she wanted to call from her side of the family. Mami gave her the numbers to dial. The list included her older brother, Rafael, who lived in Manhattan at the time. He got on the next flight to San Juan to be by Mami’s side. Juan and Zara offered to take care of funeral arrangements, but Mami insisted she would handle them herself. I am not surprised she wanted to honor her beloved’s passing on her terms. It was what Papi would have wanted.

When it comes to dealing with heartache, I very much take after Mami. I swear there must be a gene for this, because we both approach heartache the same way: very logically and by suppressing our feelings to focus on how to solve our problems. Mami and I have always been doers, not dwellers. We do our best to take control while looking ahead, no matter how difficult the situation might be. I deal with adversity by analyzing, looking at all the possibilities, and relying on faith. While I wasn’t able to witness it, I sense my mother acted accordingly that cataclysmic day.

Papi’s body was released to our family late that evening. He went to work in the morning, a day like any other day, and by the time the sun set, he came home in a coffin. The autopsy report confirmed that he had suffocated from the weight of the machine on his chest. His lungs had collapsed. His external injuries were so severe that Mami was forced to hold a closed-casket wake the next day. Instead of celebrating Mother’s Day, those who loved Papi paid their respects. He was buried in one of Mayagüez’s private cemeteries, five hundred yards from where he and Mami lived.

Mami had lost the love of her life and was forced to go on the only way she knew how. After two weeks she returned to work. More than ever, she needed to hold down a job to support her family. Four weeks after Papi’s passing, Mami gave birth to my sister, Jessica. By the time Mami turned twenty-one in August 1974, she had gone from a happily married mother of one to a widowed mother of two. But she was never alone, which helped ease the physical burden a bit. My maternal grandmother, Esperanza, my aunts, and my uncles helped care for our family. Mami’s brother, Rafael, temporarily moved back to Puerto Rico from Manhattan. Her youngest sister, Ramona, who was only about ten years older than me, stopped by our house every day after school to help care for me and my sister.

Oddly, when my father passed, the dynamics between my mother’s family and Papi’s changed. I have always sensed that Mami must have had a falling-out with Candelaria, although she stayed in touch with Juan and Zara. Their relationship was always a rocky one and I can certainly vouch that Candelaria was far from easygoing. I have heard from family members that she tried to tell Mami what to do all the time, especially when it came to raising my sister and me. Maybe she thought Mom was not fit to raise us; maybe she was making Mami feel worse than she already did, given her circumstances; or perhaps there was a bigger secret and story behind it. The details of what truly happened between them are like a locked treasure at the bottom of the sea, the key well hidden. I have no other choice but to trust that Mami did what she had to do to overcome a terrible loss and provide us with the best upbringing possible.

Despite the animosity between my mother and grandmother, however, Mami never kept Jessica and me from seeing Candelaria. She would drop us off at Candelaria’s house, not stay herself but insist that my dad’s sister accompany us, which I found strange. Mami wanted us to see but not be alone with Candelaria. When I complained about going, she would say, “She is your dad’s mom. You need to have a relationship with her.” And she was right! But those visits were tortuous for me. I felt no warmth from her. Maybe she felt bitterness toward Mami. She was certainly not like most grandmas in Hispanic culture. She was not an integral part of our upbringing or a model of Christian piety in our lives. Candelaria always made me feel uncomfortable and uneasy. On the surface there was a palpable distance between us, but at the same time I felt a strange, unspoken sense of closeness. In snippets of conversations I would overhear between my relatives, I gathered there was much more to her than anyone wanted to openly talk about. All I know is that something caught my attention every time I visited her. Our energies seemed to collide and I had the eerie sense that there were other people in the house with us. Sadly, I don’t recall the last time I ever saw her.
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